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IntnJiKlKm f I 

acquired the promised lurry acres and a mule. The thriving business district of 
Bl.uk Will Street undertook UkjI, national, and international transactions."" 

Residents of Little Africa were fully aware that whites on the other side of 
town envied their affluent community. They knew the time would come when 
whiles would act on their impulse. Blacks therefore prepared for such an 
eventuality with guns and an adequate store of ammunition.'* 

The insurrection against blacks occurred ostensibly because a black man, 
Dick Rowland, allegedly assaulted a white girl, Sarah Page, in an elevator. 
Tins allegation w as reported in sensational terms in the local newspaper. And, 
in the evening of May 11, 1919, planes dropped nitroglycerin bombs on the 
black community and, coupled with a white mob, destroyed Black Wall Street. 
The mob burned and United homes and buMnesscs killing hundreds of blacks. 
More than three thousand blacks were killed, huncd in mass graves, or 
thrown into the river. The terror against blacks that evening dwarfed the 
terror of 9/ 1 ■ . Indeed, approximately three thousand blacks were killed and 
more than one thousand homes were destroyed, leaving many black families 
homeless." But much to the ihagrin <>l blacks, insurance companies never 
paid any claims submitted by black families and businesses. Blacks were effec- 
tively dispossessed. 

finally, the alleged sexual assault (that sparked the not I for which Dick 
Rowland was charged was dismissed because Sarah Page refused to press 
charges. What remains unclear, however, is whether the alleged assault ever oc- 
curred, and was merely used as a ploy to destroy the black community. In fact, 
in a thtrry-one-page confession a former police officer. Van B. Hurley, named 
city officials who met in downtown Tulsa to plan the air attack on the commu- 
nity. In addition, the ku Klux Man was said to be part ol the conspiracy"" 

The Perry not: In December 1911, an escaped convict allegedly murdered a 
schoolteacher in Perry. Georgia. The suspect. Charlie Wright, and .111 alleged 
accomplice were arrested and failed. "" Local whites, together with whites 
from other parts of Georgia and from as far away as South ( 'arolina.sci/ed the 
prisoners from the custody of the sheriff and his deputies. And, in the hope 
of extracting a confession from Wright to determine the involvement of others 
in the alleged crime, the mob tortured him. Much 10 their surprise, Wright 
had no information to disclose, and he was therefore lynched. Additionally, 
two other black men suspected of involvement In the crime were shot and 
hanged, following these murders, the mob turned against the black com- 
munity, burned their homes, church. Masonic lodge, amusement hall, and 
school. 101 

The RosrutMMf nor: In 1913, Rosewood, Honda, was a relatively pros- 
perous black community. Since 1 870, the community supplied cedar, oranges. 



70 Rosewood and Greenwood Reparations Claims 

the same lime, between 1921 and 1923, and both events were largely 
erased from the historical record — though not from Black memory — 
until recent times. The similarities in the destruction of the tsvo com- 
munities and the subsequent rejection of Black claims for redress are 
striking. The final outcome of these historic cases also contains impor- 
tant differences relating to how the claims were framed and how the 
resources sverc mobilized. 



The Rosewood Case 

In 1923, Rosewood, Florida, was a prosperous, nearly all-Black town 
of 150 in western Florida. It contained three churches, a general store, 
.1 Masonic lodge, a school, a baseball diamond, and, three miles down 
the road in Sumner, a sawmill. The occupants of the nearly thirty 
homes in Rosewood made their living bv felling the trees that gave the 
town its name or by trapping mink, otter, and raccoon for furs they 
could sell up in Gainesville or down in Cedar Key. Some people 
worked distilling turpentine or for the railroad. Many Black women, 
like Sarah Carrier, worked as domestics for Whites in neighboring 
towns. 

Rosewood's history stretched hack to 1847. A rail line was opened 
in I Hoi and a depot was established at Rosewood. As the neighboring 
Cedar Key became the most important Gulf Coast port in Florida in 
the 1870s, the unincorporated village grew. Its name came from the 
pale rose hew of the cedar that the town cut and shipped to Cedar 
Key. Census records from 1885 place the While population of Rose- 
wood at 140 and the Black residents at 84. But by 1920, a decline in the 
timber business had led to the departure of most Whites, and Blacks 
had become the majority, with 355 residents, while Whites numbered 
345. 1 

Florida had a history of violence toward Blacks. When two Black 
men tried to vote in Ocoee in 1920, the Ku Klux Klan retaliated by kill- 
ing at least six Blacks and burning down the entire community of 
twenty-five homes. In the same year, four Blacks were taken from a 
jail in McClenny and lynched. In December 1922, less than a month 
before the Rosewood massacre, a Black man accused of murder in 
Perry, Florida, was burned at the stake. Two others were hanged as 
well, and the town's Black church, school, and Masonic lodge were set 
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